THE   BURNING   SECRET

in the end she was led to follow his lead. Her eyes spoke
flattering promises, her lips uttered encouraging words.
She even allowed him to sit closer beside her, and she
felt his warm breath upon her naked shoulder. Like all
those who engage upon a game, they become so engrossed
that they forgot the passage of time, and it was not until
the hall-clock struck midnight that the woman rose in
alarm.

Then only did she realize how far the young man's
advances had gone. This was not the first time she had
played with fire, but hitherto she had never permitted
things to reach such a stage. With horror it was borne in
upon her that she was no longer fully mistress of herself,
that something intangible was slipping from her grasp,
that her senses were in a whirl. Her brain reeled,
what with the wine, the momentary shock of anxiety, the
ardent talk. . . .

"Good night," she said hastily. "See you to-morrow."

Already she was stretching forth her hand in farewell.
He, however, was not inclined to let her get away so
easily. He retained her hand in his with gentle mastery,
and bent his lips to it ceremoniously. But the con-
ventional act of politeness assumed ampler form as he
kissed her slender finger-tips and followed up his ad-
vantage as far as her wrist. When his moustache
brushed the back of her hand, she shivered slightly and a
feeling of warmth invaded her being, anguishing and
ravishing at one, and the same time. Again the tell-tale
blood coursed swiftly, setting her pulses throbbing.
Anxiety, senseless anxiety, deprived her of self-com-
mand, and she wrenched her hand away from his
grasp.

"Stay a little while longer," Otto pleaded.

But she was already half-way to the door, walking
clumsily with an excess of speed. He was more than
satisfied at this display of ungainliness, for it was a sure
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